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MINUTES OF THE BLACK BELT COMMISSION 

EXECUTIVE COMMITTEE MEETING 

June 15, 2012 

         South Central Alabama Development Commission 

 

 

The Black Belt Commission Executive Committee met Friday, June 15th, at South 

Central Alabama Development Commission in Montgomery, AL.  The following were in 

attendance: 

 

Ron Sparks, Director, Alabama Rural Development Office 

Margaret Bentley, Co-Chair 

John Zippert, Chair, Agriculture Committee 

Donald Mills, Chair, Small Business Committee 

Tyson Howard, South Central Alabama Regional Commission 

John Clyde Riggs, Alabama-Tombigbee Regional Commission 

Ginger Rue, Project Manager 

Candy Capel, Project Manager  

Johnny Blackmon, Alabama Rural Development Office 

Emily Law, BBC Executive Director 

 

Raji Gourdine, Instructional Administrator, Wallace Community College, Selma, 

welcomed the members of the Commission on behalf of Dr. James Mitchell. 

 

Margaret Bentley, Co-Chair, welcomed everyone and stated Sheldon would be chairing 

the meeting.   

 

Margaret Bentley, Co-Chair, welcomed everyone and called the meeting to order. 

She then asked for Ron’s remarks. 

 

Ron Sparks, ARDO Director, gave his comments: 

 Stated he was pleased to be present and that he wanted to report on two things. 

1. The Perry County Commission has signed off on the building for Davita 

Medical Services to proceed with the dialysis center in Perry County. 

Stated this is something this commission has been working on for many 

years and its finally coming to fruition. 

2. World’s Widest Yard Sale progress.  Things are going better than 

anticipated.  The website is up and it’s getting lots of hits thus far. 

There are lots of cluster sites available across U. S. Highway 80. 

Talked about the press conference held with the Mayor of Montgomery. 

Trying to stress the historical sites available along the route for people to 

see in hopes they take advantage of everything available.  Asked for 

anyone’s ideas they might have to make this project more successful. 
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 The Telemedicine project.  Stated he had not heard from the grant, so that means 

we are still in the running.  He stated that if this grant comes through, we can 

change healthcare in Alabama. 

 Southeast Alabama Medical Center is putting in a stroke portal. 

 Ron presented resolutions to the Co-Chairs and Chairs present for their long-

standing work with the Commission 

 

Mayor Day thanked everyone for the health-related work they are doing across the state. 

 

 Ron was then to introduce the speaker, Rev. Ellen from Gadsden.  Ron was 

informed of the work of Rev. Ellen by Rep. Blaine Gallaher.  Rev. Ellen runs a 

non-profit called “Clean Water for the Children” in Africa.  They have been on 

many mission trips there bringing fresh water to people who have none.  They 

now have equipment here in Gadsden and want to utilize this equipment in the 

Black Belt drilling wells for people who have no access to clean water. 

 Ron contacted John Clyde Riggs and he reported that there were two or three 

families he was aware of in the Black Belt who could use these services. 

 Rev. Ellen had a death in the family and could not make the meeting at the last 

minutes.  We will reschedule at a later date. 

 John Clyde reported that Sumter and Greene Counties have salt in their water.  

Asked about farmers who might be interested in irrigation. 

 USDA works with water and sewer projects statewide and might know of some 

place they could reach.  We’ll meet again in a couple of months and discuss this. 

 1,000 feet would be the depth to get to water. 

 

COMMITTEE REPORTS:  

 

AGRICULTURE COMMITTEE – John Zippert, Chair, reported – 

 Held conference call on Monday April 23
rd

 and talked about the groundbreaking 

ceremony for the Black Belt Fruit and Vegetable Marketing and Innovation 

Center. 

 Tuskegee is getting ready to put project out to bid the first part of May. 

 Looking at equipment that is needed. 

 Federation was asked to prepare a training plan to prepare people who will 

participate with this project.  The universities that are a part of the Land Grant 

Colleges will provide training for people who will be part of the cooperative.  

We’ll begin training as the building is being built. 

 This has been the main project of the Agriculture Committee at this point and 

       will serve small family farmers. 

 

Another project Ron stated his office has been working on forensics - 

 Meeting with people at Jacksonville State that wants to provide training. 

 Looking at 16 month to 2 years to get results at the present time. 

 Police officers only get 4 hours of training in forensics currently. 
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 Person who proposes course of study is former Forensics person who has been 

teaching at Jacksonville State is attempting to set up a program at Jacksonville 

State that would be an 80 hr. Forensics Science course.    

 

Mayor Sheldon Day commented on how beneficial this would be to officers and would 

move cases that are backlogged through the system quicker. He related personal story 

about length of time it took to get Forensics to act. 

 

COMMUNICATIONS COMMITTEE – Dr. David Hale, Chair, Project Manager, 

reported – 

 Committee  is developing protocol and web tools for communities to use to add 

information about themselves to new State of Alabama Economic Development 

web portal.  

 Committee is assisting Black Belt Treasures in redesign of eCommerce site, 

including new branding, stylizing, additional product descriptions and a oral tour 

of the shopping site. 

 Working with the Family Resource Center Network and ADECA to write a 

proposal submitted to the U. S. Department of Labor to provide skill training 

leading to job training and business start-up training.  The proposal requires an 

extension of service providers to the network. 

 

COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT COMMITTEE - Felecia Jones, Chair, Thomas 

Moore, Program Manager, reported- 

 No report. 

 

CULTURAL AND YOUTH – Carol Zippert, Chair, Thomas Moore, Project 

manager, reported – 

 The Committee has a small yet active membership that continues to carry out its 

major project, the Black Belt Arts Initiative. 

 The initiative is a collaborative of the C & Y Committee of the BBC, the Black 

Belt Community Foundation (BBCF) and the Alabama State Council on the Arts 

(ASCA). 

 Awarded $160,437 from the ASCA to serve 12 designated counties of the Black 

Belt Region.  Grant is administered through the BBCF. 

 $100,000 is marked for community grants for arts related projects. 

 $60,437 supports a full time arts coordinator, community arts 

gatherings/workshops, compilation and maintenance of a regional arts database 

and related travel and administrative costs. 

 Committee’s in process of receiving and evaluating proposals to support 

community arts projects from the 12 counties. 

 To date 66 grant applications totaling requests of $189,709. 

 Have $100,000 to award with the upper limit at $3,000 per grant. 

 Selection of grant awards will be made by the end of May, with gala reception to 

present awards tentatively planned for Saturday afternoon, June 2, 2012. 

 Committee is interested in new members. 
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EDUCATION COMMITTEE – Dr. Daniel Boyd, Chair, reported- 

 Talked about how important education is to business recruitment. 

 Reported on May 8
th

 meeting in Montgomery with Melinda Maddox of the 

Department of Education. 

 Reported on progress of the School Improvement Summit for Black Belt 

educators June 19-20, 2012 in Montgomery with $0 fee. 

 Topics include: Character Education, Preparing Students and Teachers for STEM, 

Rigorous Academic Performance and Putting a Stop to bullying and Decreasing 

the DropOut Rate. 

 Carol Zippert shared that Greene County is in process of building new high 

school 

 Working on a Black Belt $50 million dollar grant/teacher incentive fund project to 

implement a performance based reward system. Hopeful in getting this grant. 

 In process of implementing the $10,000,000 grant, the first of the five-year grant.  

Teachers will actually get paid at the beginning of the next school year.  

 Dr. Boyd is confident they will be awarded the grant. 

 Stated he had spoken with Nisa Miranda regarding funds for books. 

 Also discussed amount of time a child is in school as compared to time at home. 

 Talked about partnering with churches to provide certified tutors to work in this 

program. 

 Excellent opportunities for schools to reach each student. 

 Candy Capel with WVAS discussed receiving money for public productions. 

 

Co-Chair Sheldon Day shared his visit to Piedmont, AL where each student is provided 

their own Apple computer.  This area shares some of the same statistics the Black Belt 

has.  These are 4
th

 through 12
th

 grade.  This area raised a tax to cover cost.  Teachers help 

break down problems at home by going 1-1, which is great especially in rural 

communities.  This is important and what the international businesses want to see in 

Education. 

 

FAMILIES COMMITTEE – Dr. Nick Stinnett, Co-Chair – Ginger Rue, Project 

Manager: 

 Reported Dr. Stinnett is building the committee, inviting potential members to 

join. 

 Considering doing a series of marriage enrichment workshops in the Black Belt. 

 

HEALTH COMMITTEE –– Congresswoman Terri Sewell and Chad Nichols, Co-

Chairs. (No one present, but the following report was given.) 

  KidCheck Program is winding down for the school year. 

 Over 6,000 students have been through KidCheck in Black Belt alone. 

 Hope to increase that number next year.  Looking for funds to make this happen. 

 Lease has been sign between the Perry County Commission andnow when 

renovations are finished and an opening date is announced. 
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INFRASTRUCTURE COMMITTEE – Bea Forniss, Chair, - Thomas Moore, 

Program Manager, reported: 

 Bea reported it’s a great day to be a part of the Black Belt Commission. 

 She thanked everyone who helped her by way of recommendations for the positon 

of  CED Division Chief.  

 She reminded everyone they have a friend at ADECA. 

 She named the different programs that are included in her division. 

 She emphasized that money is tight right now and that we will be writing grants 

and looking everywhere for funds. 

 We are working with recapture funds. The town of Geiger and Eutaw were 

awarded a total of $575,000. 

 She spoke about being invited to speak at the annual meeting of Alabama-

Tombigbee Regional Commission and what an honor it was. 

 She announced the Press Conference and Tour for Operation Black Belt 2012” 

Innovative Readiness Training, Monday April 30, 2012 2:00 to 3:00 p.m.with 

Governor Robert Bentley and DRA Federal Co-Chair, Chris Masingill, Col. Jerry 

Arends, USAF, and the Honorable Helenor Bell, Mayor of Hayneville. 

 Press Conference held at the town of Hayneville Municipal Hall. 

 This operation will provide an unknown number of Alabamians with free medical 

and dental care in three rural communities in Alabama for a two-week period 

beginning May. 

 

We were surprised with a visit from Senator Sanders who was presented with 

resolutions from the Senate and the House by Ron Sparks. 

 

MANUFACTURING COMMITTEE – George Alford, Chair, Candy Capel 

reported- 

 Golden Dragon and several Chinese projects in Wilcox County that should create 

some 500 jobs. 

 There are infrastructure and education needs, rail and highway access issues. 

 

MARKETING & TOURISM –Pam Swanner, Chair, Thomas Moore, Project 

Manager, reported – 

 Reported on project “World’s Widest Yard Sale” progress.   

 Sale will occur May 31 – June 2, 2012. 

 Hoping event will attract national media. 

 Press conference held on April 9
th

 to officially announce event. Approximately 30 

people representing towns and communities from across the Black Belt region 

and the Highway 80 corridor were in attendance. 

 Numerous clusters of vendor sites have been established in the following 

communities: Phenix City, Tuskegee, Shorter, Pike Road, Montgomery, Pintlala, 

Lowndesboro, Hayneville, White Hall, Selma, Marion Junction, Uniontown, 

Faunsdale, Demopolis, Gallion, York and Cuba. 

 Sale is opportunity for schools, churches, charitable organizations, municipal 

departments and others to conduct fund-raisers and individuals to earn extra cash. 
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 A website has been created to assist vendors and visitors with maps, sites and 

lodging options. It is also designed to help visitors navigate the route, choose 

lodging, plan side trips to the many attractions available in the region. The 

website address is www.widestyardsale.com 

 Brochures have been printed and distributed in all eight welcome centers in the 

State of Alabama, regional antique shops and flea markets, restaurants, and other 

high traffic areas.   

 Highway stake signs are available for placement on privately owned residential 

and commercial properties.  ALDOT will not allow on state right-of-ways. 

 Paid advertising has been scheduled for Bulletin Board, al.com, Antique Week, 

and Billboard in Columbus, GA, as well as indoor-digital boards scattered 

throughout Columbus, Montgomery, Troy and Enterprise. 

 Earned media includes: article in Antique Week and bonus ad, complimentary 

billboard in Columbus, al.com, Black Belt Connection, Black Belt Living, 

community newspapers, WSFA and WAKA TV, WVAS radio, on-line at 

Festival-and-shows.com, EstateSales.net, and Southern Living. 

 Still working on lodge and landowners educational sessions for Bullock, Hale and 

Wilcox counties. 

 

SKILLS TRAINING AND WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT – Dr. James Mitchell, 

Chair, Candy Cappel, Project Manager, reported- 

 No report 

 

SMALL BUSINESS COMMITTEE – Donald Mills, Chair, reported: 

 The committee held a conference call on April 26, 2012 at 10:15 a.m. 

 The Youth entrepreneurial Summit (Y.E.S.) will be held May 8, 2012 at the 

Livingston Community Center.  The summit will be a part of the National Small 

business Month. Speaker will be Mr. William Scott. 

 The other Small Business Week activity will be the “Disaster Preparedness 

Training.”  This workshop was planned for last year, but was postponed due to the 

devastating tornadoes in the area.  The objective is to help businesses prepare for 

Natural disasters.  This workshop will be held May 24, 2012 at the Demopolis 

Higher Education Center. 

 The committee is promoting the “Widest Yard Sale”and seeking to involve small 

businesses along the route.  Some small business owners in the Demopolis and 

Linden area are planning “Side-Walk Sale” to coincide with the Yard Sale. 

 The Small Business Tax Workshop planned for February was postponed because 

IRS did not have a field trainer available due to the tax season is being planned 

for June. 

 Minority Enterprise Development Week activities. The Twenty20 Vision in 2012 

Conference is being planned with a statewide scope and the target date is 

September 25-28 in conjunction with national MED-week dates. 

 Reported two new members: Ms. Sylvia Browner with the Women’s Business 

Center in Mobile and Mr. Pernell Jenkins with SEEDCO Financial who have both  

expressed an interest in joining the Small Business Committee. 

http://www.widestyardsale.com/


 7 

 Next conference call is scheduled for May 14 at 10:00 a.m. and next committee 

meeting is scheduled for June 12, 2012. 

 

TRANSPORTATION COMMITTEE – Shirley Worthington, Chair - 

 No report.  

 

REGIONAL COUNCIL REPORTS:  

 

Tyson Howard, South Central Alabama Development Commission, reported – 

 Reminded everyone that grant season is upon us and his office is working on three 

or four grants at the present time. 

 

John Clyde Riggs, Alabama-Tombigbee Regional Commission –  

 John Clyde said Ron had talked about the yard sale, Bea about DRA, Sheldon had 

talked about Golden Dragon and the pre-bid conference so he did not have 

anything to report. 

 He did comment on the great job that Bea did in addressing the Alabama-

Tombigbee Annual Meeting at Ezell’s Catfish House. 

 Made comment that rural projects should work together to be effective referring 

to the Golden Dragon Project and other Chinese projects that’s being talking 

about right now.   Stated that success breeds success in reporting that other 

Chinese companies are looking in the area where Golden Dragon is located. 

 Reported that Clarke County, Thomasville and Wilcox all gave proposal together; 

three economic development associations talked about a coopertive. 

 Reported that 27 organizations across the state came together finding a way to 

work together.  The next meeting is Jul 21 at Lawson State at 9 a.m. 

 Stated how much he appreciate the work the commission has done. 

 

Bob Lake, West Alabama Regional Commission, (Not Present- sent report) – 

WARC’s Current Grant Activities in Greene, Hale and Pickens Counties 

 Greene County 

Greene County Industrial Development Authority master plan for the Crossroads 

of America Industrial Park - $238,000  

Greene County Industrial Development Board water and sewer infrastructure in 

the Crossroads of America Industrial Park - $285,000 

Mapping water systems throughout Greene County using GPS and GIS satellite 

technology - $50,000 

Eutaw water system improvements - $400,000 

 

 Hale County 

University of Alabama Hale County Health Collaborative - $202,000 

Moundville water and sewer rehabilitation - $400,000 

 

Moundville Comprehensive Plan - $22,000 

Pre-kindergarten program (HIPPY) for Hale County Board of Education - 

$150,000 
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 Pickens County 

Storm shelters and safety equipment throughout Pickens County - $933,000 

(pending) 

Carrollton Sewer System upgrades - $400,000 

Mapping Pickens County Natural Gas District using GPS and GIS satellite 

technology - $50,000 (pending) 

Pickens County Water Authority system improvements - $573,000 (pending) 

 

 Greene, Hale, Pickens 

Disaster recovery/continuity of operations for businesses - $54,000 (approximate 

share of $125,000 grant) 

 

TOTAL $3,757,000 

 

Ron Sparks and and Margaret Bentley gave closing remarks and the meeting 

adjourned for a delicious lunch provided by Tyson Howard with South Central Alabama 

Development Commission. 


